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Abstract

Researchers in the stress and coping field have developed a variety of

"stress and coping" models to explain the interaction between stressors, social
resources, coping styles, and distress symptoms (Edwards & Baglioni, I 990).
The present study examined three models to explain the relationship between
the variables: direct effect, buffering effect and mediating etfect. This study
examined effective and

non~effective

coping styles at work: accommodation,

change, avoidance, devaluation, and symptom management.

Data were

collected on I 20 white collar workers' state of mental exhaustion, somatic
symptoins, role stn.;Ssors, coping styles, and perceived social support. The
utility of the three models was examined using multiple regression analysis.

Support was found only for the direct effects model. Social support was not
shown to have a buffering elTect.

Initia! examination of the variables

examined lor coping styles suggested support for the bul1ering etlect.
However, the problem-focused coping style showed no significant relationship

with distress symptoms, and both the emotion-focused and appraisal-focused
coping styles positively correlated with reported distress. Data showed little
support tor the mediating effects modeL Implications include: (a) the causal
process of models requires consideration of the bi-directional relationship
among variables; (b) social factors may be more than levels of support, but

potentia~.Y substantial stressors.
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Occupational stress, coping styles, and social resources
The work place has been identified as a major source of stress in the lives
of many people (Karasek, Gardell & Lindell, 1987). Prior research has
identified that the ways people cope with work stress affect their psychological
and physical well-being (Burke, 1993; Eulberg, Weekley & Bhagat, 1988;
Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Karasek, Gardell & Lindell, 1987).

Excessively stressful situations in the workplace have many costs to both
individuals and companies. Employees may exhibit a range of somatic
symptoms of distress, and engage in behaviour that may be detrimental to their

well-being (e.g., excessive eating or alcohol intake). Furthermore, there is
substantial support for the relationship between both physical and mental
illness and work stress (Cooper, 1986; Karasek et al., 1987).

Corporations have an economJc interest m understanding the factors

contributing to workers' dissatistbction. Costs to the organisation include
lower staff moral, greater absenteeism, higher job turnover, and reduced
productivity (Kemery, Mossholder & Bedeial, 1978).

Occupational stress can be attributed to a wide range of job demands.
Types of demands identified include role ambiguity, role conflict, role
overload, variability and complexity of tasks. Sources of demand originate
from roles played by the employee, significant others, and organisational

Occupational Stress

procedures (Shiron, 1982; Callan, 1993).

2

Demands can be ongoing or

episodic. Successful coping with work stressors may include the ability to
utilise available social resources such as co-workers, family, and friends
(House & Wells, 1978; LaRocco & Jones, 1978).

The present study will examine coping as a style.

This makes the

assumption that people have preferred methods of dealing with problems they
encounter. This is supported by Ender, Kantor and Parker (1993) who found a
relatively strong relationship between specific coping styles and situationally

specific responses.
The stress process may include factors such as the stressors, copmg,
social resources, and symptoms of distress.

However, there is substantial

disagreement as to the terms and nature of stress. A clear i.mdcrstanding of the
various factors involved with the stress process may assist in the understanding
and reduction of the costs that occur due to stress in the workplace .

.What is Stress?

There has been much research investigating the concept of stress in our
lives. However, there is a lack of a clear definition of 'stress' (Berger, 1991;
Cox, 1985; Flemming, Baum & Singer, 1984). Part of the confusion as to the
meaning of stress lies in the variety of ways it is used. The tefm has been used
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to describe a stimulus, an interaction, a response, or a combination of these
factors (Berger, 1991). For the purpose of this investigation the following
definition of stress will be used: Stress is " ... a relationship between the
person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or
exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being"
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19).

Stress is difficult to measure, partly due to the interrelationship between

stressors and the methods of coping with the stressful situations (Lazarus,
DeLangis, Folkman & Gruen, 1985). For example, the denial of feelings in
problematic situations is a coping mechanism used by some people.
Untbrtunately, this method of coping is not always successtlJI in alleviating the
various physiological responses commonly associated with slrt:ss (e.g., fatigue,
gastrointestinal problems, headaches, muscular skeletal aches, disorientation).
Nor is it effective in reducing problematic behaviours (e.g., aggressive actions,
excessive alcohol intake).

A consideration as to what constitutes stress can be understood by
examining what is important to people. Distwss can occur due to nonattainment of various needs and wants. Maslow's (1968) 'hierarchy of needs'
identified a large number of items that are important to a person's well-being.
Items identified were physiological needs (e.g., food, water, shelter) safety
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needs, (e.g., interacting in a safe environment), needs related to belonging,
friendship and love, and esteem needs such as achievement and recognition.
Distress may occur when these needs are not being adequately satisfied.
Pearlin and Schooler (1978) found that many of the difficult problems
that people have to deal with are " ... not unusual problems impinging on
exceptional people in rare situations, but arc persistent hardships experienced

by those engaged in mainstream activities within major institutions" (p. 3).

Institutions are established environmental settings that contain familiar people.
The majority of strcssors seem to be encountered in daily situations faced at

home and work.

.,
'•

Occupational Stress

5

Work stress

Work can be an important part of a person's identity, self worth, and

status.

Furthennore, a number of our social contacts and friendships are

developed within the work environment. Without work, people can undergo a
range of economic and psychological hardships (Brief & Atieh, 1987).
Therefore, considerable time and energy is spent developing a range of skills
that enables individuals to participate in the workforce. However, once in a
position of t:mployment there are often a number of situational factors that
may cause distress.

An understanding of work stress may be gained from an examination of
the global needs people fulfil !rom work. Locke ( 1976) suggested that the most
important aspects of work satisfaction arc: (a) mentally chaUcnging work
which the individual can cope with successfully, (b) personal interest in the
work itself, (c) rewards fbr performance which arc consistent with the
individual's aspirations (e.g., social recognition, praise, monetary rewards), (d)
working conditions which allow the job to be completed satisfactorily and
which are not physically demanding, (e) high self esteem, and (f) basic values
that are not violated by the above. People may w:.ry in their requirements of
these aspects of work satisfaction, however, they will experience di~tress when
their work satisfaction criteria are not being adequately met.
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Pearlin and Schooler (1978) identified the economic factor or "standard
of living brinkmanship [sk]" as a substantial contributor to life-strain (p. 19).
There are several reasons why the lack of suitable financial rewards becomes a

stressor. Money serves as a symbol of achievement, a source of recognition,
and as a means of obtaining other things that are valued (e.g., leisure,

possessions). To some it is a status symbol, to others a means of security
(Brief & Atieh, 1987). The rewards of work have a large degree of impact on
the quality oflifi:, and with the !'ormation of people's identity.

There are a number of additional factors that contribute to stress in the
work environment. Cooper (1986) noted live categories of stress at work: (a)
aspects intrinsic to the job (e.g., time pressures, work load, poor physical
working conditions), (b) role in the organisation (e.g., role conflict, role
overload,

image of occupational role), (c) career development (e.g.,

underpromotion, overpromotion, lack of job security), (d) relationships at

work (e.g., poor relationship with supervisors, colleagues or subordinates), and
(c) the organisational structure and climate (e.g., little participation in
decision-making, office politics).

There is a vast array of potential causes of distress within the work place
that includes both the non-fulfilment of needs, and situational factors that elicit
tension. Some work-related stressors such as the impact of low wages, and the
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fear of the loss of employment seem to have had limited examination. Brief
and Atieh (1987) noted that prior research seems to have largely concentrated
on role stressors. There are a number of useful insights to be gained by

examining role stressors.

Role stress

Role stressors have consistently predicted both mental and physical
symptoms of distress (Barling & Macintyre, 1993; Kemery et al., 1987;
Osipow & Spokane, 1984). Researchers have found role stressors to impact
on a person's satisfaction with work, general life satisfaction, self esteem,

mood, self-reported fatigue, tension, and anxiety (Bcehr, Walsh, & Taber,
1976; Boyd & Pasley, 1989). There are three main dimensions to role stress:
ambiguity, conflict, and overload (Barling & Macintyre, 1993).

Role ambiguity has been defined as unclear articulation of job
requirements in terms of behaviours or performance levels or both. It is
characterised by vagueness and a lack of agreement regarding role

expectations (Mmphy & Gables, 1988). Rizzo, House and Lirtzman ( 1970)
have suggested that ambiguity should increase people's dissatisfaction with
their role as they will " ... experience anxiety, distort reality, and thus perform
less effectively" (p. 151 ).
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Role conflict occurs when an employee's task has two or more
incompatible expectations. Murphy and Gable ( 1988) explained four
subcategories within the operational definition of role conflict: (a) intra-sender
conflict: inconsistent expectations made by a 'role sender' (e.g., work

colleagues, supervisors) given the available resources (i.e., ti'lle, money,
participant's competence); (b) inter-sender conflict: inconsistent expectations
or demands made by one or more role senders; (c) inter-role conflict: occurs
when two or more roles a simultaneously held by a person such that
compliance with expectations from one role creates conflict in the other; and
(d) person-m!e conflict: internal standards or values and defined role

expectations are incompatible.

Role overload can be seen as having tasks to undertake that are either too
difficult or too great in number. Role overload is caused hy organisations
making demands that are beyond what the employee can handle in a given
time (Shalla, Jones & Flynn, 1991; Kirmeyer & Dougherty, 1988).

The distress created by role stressors interact with the individual's
appraisal of the situation and the person's ability to take appropriate actions.

- - - ---
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Appraisal
A key facet in the understanding of stress is the process of appraisal.
Appraisal is the process by which a person evaluates the particular encounter
with the environment as to its relevance to one's well-being, and if so, in what

ways (Cox 1987; Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLangis & Gruen,
1986). Lazarus (1991) described the appraisal process as the mechanism that
brings together the elements of any stressful encounter -- the person and
environment.

Researchers have discussed the concepts of pnrnary appraisal and

secondary appraisal to clariJy the process (Dewe 1992; Lazarus, 1991;
Rosenbaum, 1993).
encounter.

Primary appraisal refers to what is at issue in any

Stressful encounters arc evaluated in terms of harm or !uss,

threaten or challenge. Secondary appraisal is the evaluation of coping
strategies and resources. It is concerned with what a person thinks and does
within

the

encounter.

Both

primary

and

secondary

processes

are

interdependent and will influence one another through the stressful event (Dew
1991; Dewe, Cox & Ferguson, 1993). Appraisal can then be seen as part of the
evaluation of the stress process. It is the link between the stressor and the
method of dealing with the problem situation.

Occupational Stress
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CQilin~

There is a substantial body of literature that examines stress and appraisal
in the workforce (e.g., Work and Stress, Jounal of Organisational Behavior).
Past coping researchers have mainly examined unusual populations (i.e.,

pathological samples, or people with exceptionally good adjustment), or
coping with unusual or special events (e.g., tornadoes, parachute jumps)

(Billings & Moos, 1981; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). Little attention has been
given to the ways people cope with day-to-day work stressors (Latack, 1986;
Newton & Keenan, 1985; Schwartz & Stone, 1993). This is despite a number

of researchers identifying work factors as contributing particularly strongly to
psychological strain and physical illness (Cooper. !986; Folkman. 19~2;
Karasek ct a!., 198 7).

Coping can be viewed as a behavioural response to a particular situation
or a general method for dealing with problems. Lazarus's (1966) 'cognitive
phenomenological

theory' describes coping as a transaction with the

environment. This theory suggests that coping is a behaviour response specific
to the problem faced. The person-environment interaction determines the

coping intervention (Latack & Havlovic, 1992).

However, much of the

literature has discussed coping in terms of traits or styles (Newton, 1989;
Parker & Endler, 1992; Rees & Cooper, 1992). Defining coping as a style

Occupational Stress

II

suggests a pattern of coping that a person exhibits over a longer term. The
coping patterns might exist relatively independently of the problem faced, and
the environment. They would enable people to respond to situations without
comprehensively appraising situational characteristics. Coping is defined as
"... cognitive and behavioural efforts used to manage specific internal

01

external demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources ofthe
individual" (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Coping behaviours are either
active or passive attempts to respond to situations or threats with the aim of

removing the threat or reducing the discomfort (Dewe & Guest, 1990; Latack
& Havlovic, 1992). Researchers have made a major distinction between the

focus of the coping intervention -- problem-fOcused versus emotion-focused

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Problem-focused coping strategies are the group of responses that deal

with 2.ltering the situation of the lroubled person-environment relationship.
The responses are aimed at defining the problem, generating alternative

solutions, weighing alternatives (i.e., determining costs and benefits),

choosing among alternatives and acting (Folkman, 1984; Havlovic &
Ke<:nan, 1991). Problem-focused coping strategies are direct attempts to alter

or change the situation.

-
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Emotion-focused coping strategies aim to regulate the emotional
distress. They are the group of cognitive strategies used to reappraise the
situational discomfort, and include avoidance, minimisation, distancing,
selective attention, positive comparisons, selecting positive values from
negative events, and symptom reduction (e.g., improving well-being by
managing the reactio;1S to distress) (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987).

Researchers have proposed a third category, that of appraisal-focused
coping (Billings & Moos, 1982; Lltack, 1986). Appraisal-focused coping
consists of " ... modifYing the meaning or cognition of the situation"

(La~ilck

& Havlovic, 1992, p. 492). This strategy seems to be distinct from the other

two coping strategies. Examples of appraisal-focused coping inch..1de
devaluation (e.g., reducing the importance associated with the discrepancy),
and accommodation (i.e., attempts to bring the situation in line with desires
by adjusting desires to meet the situation).

Other considerations when examining coping are the frequency, and
quantity of occupational stressors faced.

When a number of situations

become unbearably stressful, or a person has had long periods of exposure to
particular stressors they may alter their coping approach. A person may try
to deal with the stressors in a more excessive manner that may seem
inappropriate to the situation (e.g., uee of the emotion-focused strategy of

------·
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denial). Change in coping behaviours due to such considerations has had
limited investigation (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989; Dewe et al.,
1993). This is partly due to the requirement of viewing coping as a dynamic
interchange between the person and the enviromuent rather than a static state.
Problems also exist in the practical aspect of attaining suitable data (e.g.,
ethical considerations).
Coping research in organisations may be in its infancy with many

theoretical and practical research problems to be faced. Aldwin and Revenson
( 1987) have re.ised the question as to whether coping helps. They found that
prior research questioned the effectiveness of coping strategies.

However,

organisational scientists may also ask what arc the alternative means of dealing
with unforeseen distress other than implementing coping strategie-s. Research
on stress may be considered useful if it either identities problems, or at least
provides a direction fOr possible solutions.
mechanisms

offers a means

of identifying

An examination of coping
and

acting on stressful

organisational situations.

The implementation of a coping response will also depend on the
expected behaviours within the particular environment, and the utilisation of

possible coping resources. Utilisation of the resources will depend on the
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availability and acceptability of their use. An example of such a resource is
that of social support.

Social support
Social resources are relationships with other persons " ... which are
characterised by relatively frequent interactions, strong positive feelings, and
especially perceived ability and willingness to lend emotional and/or [lill;]
instrumental assistance in times of need" (House & Wells, 1978, p. 9).
Support at work is available from a number of different sources: supervisors,
other work colleagues, spouse or partner, friends, and relations.

Work relationships can also be sources of stress (Barone, Caddy, Katell,
Roselione & Hamilton, 1988; Edwards & Cooper, I 988).

Often the

organisational work environment requires a person to interact with a wide
range of people. The interaction would not always be by choice, nor with
people who have similar value and belief systems.

Supervisors may make decisions that are overly focused on achievement
with little thought for the well-being of staff.

This may be due to the

developed characteristics of the work environment. It could be seen as a place
where many people are aiming to achieve a range of self-serving goals,
without losing existing achievements (i.e., power, status, money, identity).

Occupational Stress
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This is vastly different from the original purpose oflabour, that of adapting the
surroundings to make for an easier life (e.g., grow crops to eliminate the
search for food).

The relationship between the staff member and the supervisor may be
particularly pertinent to the well-being of the staff member (Kirmeyer &
Dougherty, 1988). The supervisor has the greatest control over the wants of
the subordinate (i.e., salary) and the demands placed on the subordinate (i.e.,
work load, type of tasks expected). The supervisor also has the ability to make
major changes to the subordinate's life (e.g., employment dismissal).
Supervisors also vary greatly in their ability lo work with subordinates due to
differing levels of interpersonal skills, competence and belief structures.

Support from colleagues can reduce levels of occupational stress for a
variety of reasons. A supportive climate is less likely to create interpersonal
tensions as needs and wants can be expressed. There is communication of
concerns, problems, and possible misunderstandings with aspects of tasks
iequired. The experience of support also satisfies important affiliative needs

(Holahan & Moos, 1981; Shinn, Rosario, March & Chestnut, 1984).
A range of possible supports is also available outside the work
environment. These include partners, parents, community members, and

providers. People vary in the life-strains experienced depending on the
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importance they place on the role, and in their degree of perceived stress.
Pearlin and Schooler (1978) identified a number of life-strain factors within
the roles of marriage, parenting, and household economics. There may be a
degree of overlap in strains felt at home and in the work environment
(Glowinkowski & Cooper, 1985).

The stress felt may also be due to

differences in how a person perceives a situation ought to be, compared to how
a situation actually is in reality.

Cooper (1986) suggested that home was seen as a place of rctuge from
the competitive and demanding environment of work.

Home was the

'sanctuary', that provided a kind and supportive domestic environment. The
realities of domestic life can be rather ditTercnt. There are concerns regarding
the tbmily's economic and social future, and conflict due to fi·ustralions with
role expectations both as a parent and as a spouse (Pearl in & Schooler, 1978).

Symptoms of distress

There are a number of distress symptoms. These vary due to individual
differences. Commonly identified symptoms of distress are burnout (e.g.,
emotional exhaustion), somatic symptoms, and maladjustive behaviours.

Prior research that has examined burnout has primarily been used with
occupational samples that are in the helping professions (Handy, 1988). As
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such, burnout has been defined as " ... a syndrome of physical and emotional
exhaustion involving the development of negative self-concept, negative job
attitudes, and loss of concern and feeling for clients" (Maslach, 1978, p. 233).
Maslach and Jackson (1981) identified three characteristics of burnout:
depersonalisation (i.e., development of r.egativity); perceived lack of personal
accomplishment (i.e., decreased feelings of competence and successful
achievement); and emotional exhaustion (i.e., inability to give of oneself at a

psychological level).
Emotional exhaustion has been identified as an adequate and useful
measure of possible future psychological concerns (Barling & Macintyre,
1993).

firstly, factor analysis studies have consistently shown emotional

exhaustion as the primm)' factor of burnout (Fimian & Blanton, 1987; Maslach
& .Jackson, 1981 ). Secondly, emotional exhaustion has been identified as the
first stage in the process of burnout, a useful stage for intervention (Barling &

Macintyre, I993).
Another good indicator of distress is somatic symptoms (e.g., eye

twitching) and maladjustive behaviours (e.g., excessive eating or alcohol
intake or both) (Cooper, Sloan, & Williams, 1988).

These indicators are

physical manifestations of distress. Psychological symptoms may be more
easily denied than the physical symptoms of distress. The predictive variables
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seem to contribute to the degree of distress experienced. Investigations that
have examined the predictor variables have also aimed to explain the
underlying process in which they are interrelated with distress.

Stress and coping effects models
There are a number of different models that can be used to represent the
relationship between role stressors, coping styles, social resources and

symptoms of stress.

Although these !actors have often been considered

important, there is considerable disagreement as to the underlying process by

which they are interrelated (Edwards ct al., 1990). The models that will be
examined arc the direct effects, buffering effect, and mediating eftect:-.

Direct effects model

The direct effects model posits that the stressor, coping behaviour, and
social resource independently influence symptoms (sec Figure I).

The

stressor, and 'inadequate' social support both increase symptoms, whereas

coping generally reduces symptoms.

However. implemented coping

behaviours have been found to have either a positive or negative effect on

symptoms depending on their appropriateness to the situation. For example,
it may be more appropriate to implement problem-focused coping behaviours
in a work setting rather than

emotion~focused

coping behaviours.
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role stressors

social resources

symptoms

coping styles

Fi~ure

I. Direct effects model showing the independent influence of role stressors, social
resources, and coping styles on distress symptoms
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Buffering eff~cts model
Some researchers have concluded that, as there is a rather modest

relationship between stressors and symptoms, various factors buffer the
impact of the stressors (Edwards et al., 1990) (see Figure 2). Possibly, strong
social resources, and the use of effective coping behaviours modifY the

stressor-symptom relationship. Studies on the buffering effects of coping
suggest that problem-focused and appraisal-focused coping buffer the effects
of stress, whereas emotion-focused coping exacerbates its effects (Edwards &

Baglioni, 1990). The concept of a buffering effect has been used to explain
the relationship between strcssors, symptoms and social support (Cohen &

Wills, 1985; House & Wells, 1978; Kirmeyer & Dougherty, 1988). However
this support has not been universal (Seers, McGee, Serey & Graen, 1983;

Show, Fields, Thacker & Fisher, 1993) with others showing mixed results
(LaRocco, House & french, 1980; Terry, 1991 ).
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coping styles

1
role stressors

symptoms

social resources

Fjgure 2. Buffering effects model showiltg social resources and coping styles reducing the
influence of role strcssors on distress syl"!lptoms
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Mediating effects model
This model suggests that stress not only increases symptoms, but also
activates coping which in tum influences symptoms (Figure 3). When the
mediators are negatively related to symptoms (e.g., support of competent
others and problem-focused coping) the result is an overall reduction of
symptoms. When the mediators are positively related to symptoms (e.g., low
support and emotion· fOcused coping) there is an overall increase in symptoms.
There is a large number of articles that refer to social resources and coping as
mediating variables, however, few allempt to mathematically validate the

claim (Edwards & Baglioni, 1990; Endler & Parker, 1990; Robertson, Cooper,
Williams. !990).
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coping styles

/
role stressors

symptoms

/
social resources

Fi~ure

3. Mediating effects model showing social resources and coping styles directly and

indirectly influencing the role of stressors on distress symptoms
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The present study
The present study examines the utility of various coping models in
different occupational settings. The purpose of these models is to explain the
relationship between social resources, coping styles and role stress in
influencing symptoms of distress.

Three hypotheses are being tested:

l. Problem-focused and appraisal-focused coping styles and supportive social
resources reduce the effect of role stress, whilst emotion-focused coping
styles and lo\ver levels of social support increase role stress.

2. Positive coping styles (i.e., problem-focused and appraisal-focused) and
supportive social resources buffer the effect of role symptoms on role stress.

3. Positive coping styles (i.e., problem-focused and appraisal-focused) and
supportive social resources mediate the effect of role symptoms on role
stress.
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Method
Participants
One hundred and fifty employees from public and private sector
organisations were approached and asked to participate in the investigation. A
total of 126 participants returned the surveys, 5 of which had missing data and
were therefore excluded. Analysis was conducted on 120 subjects, 70 males
and 50 females, as one participant was identified as a univariate and

multivariate outlier for variables emotional exhaustion, symptoms of distress
and social support. This participant was deleted from the sample.

The sample consisted of 41 managers and coordinators, 17 health

workers and teachers, 19 computer specialists, 32 clerical and sales staff, and
I0 cartographers and artists. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 62 years (M
~

35.53, Sl2 ~ ± 9.20) with an average of 4 years in their current position (SD

~

± 4.38).

Materials

The questionnaire consisted of tOur sections that covered symptoms of

distress, role stressors, coping styles, and social resources (Appendix A).
Symptoms of dist=. Two symptom-dimensions were measured to
determine the level of distress the employee was currently experiencing. This
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was achieved by measuring the quantity and severity of currently experienced
psychological symptoms (i.e., emotional

ex~mustion)

and physical symptoms

(i.e., somatic symptoms and maladjustive behaviours).

The questionnaire entitled 'How you assess the effects of your job'
examining emotional exhaustion, is a subscale of the Maslach Burnout

Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). The scale contains nine items that
assess the feelings of being emotionally overburdened by one's work.
Answers were recorded on a Likert scale ranging from I (strongly disagree) to
6 (strongly agree).

The emotional exhaustion subscalc's reliability and validity have been
well documented (Fimain & Blanton, 1987; Koeskc & Koeske, 1989;
Kottkamp & Travlos, 1986; Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Kocske and Koeske

(1989) reported exhaustion with an internal consistency coefficient alpha score
of .89. The full versions of the Maslach Burnout Inventory assess both
frequency and intensity of feelings. These dimensions arc so strongly
correlated only the intensity subscale was used in a number of subsequent

studies (Barling & Macintyre 1993; Kottkamp & Travlos, 1986).

The participants' physical symptoms of distress were examined vm

Cooper eta!. 's ( 1988) 'Your physical health' subscale. It is a 12-item subscale
from the Occupational Stress Indicator that requested participants to indicate
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the frequency of occurrence of various distress related ailments. The scale
examined two types of distress symptoms, somatic symptoms (e.g., muscle
trembling) and maladjustive behaviours (e.g., excessive food intake). These
were scored on a scale ranging from I

<=l to 6 (very frequently).

An

acceptable split-half reliability coefficient of .73 (p < .01) was reported by
Cooper et al., (1988). Independent support has also been found for the scale's
validity (Robertson et al., 1990).
Role stressors. The questionnaire 'Pressure in your job role' examined

the role stressors: ambiguity (items 2, 3, 5, 7, II, 16), conflict (items 4, 6, 8,
10, 12, 13, 15, 17), and overload (items I, 9, 14). Items were rated by the
participant on a scale ranging from I (strongly

disagre~)

to 7

(~).

The questions were taken !rom two sources: role ambiguity and conflict (Rizzo
et al., 1970), and role overload (Beer et al., 1976).
The shortened version of Rizzo ct al.'s (1970) scale was used here as the
longer form was considered too long for the present study. Role ambiguity
items were reverse scored. Higher scores indicated higher levels of perceived

role ambiguity and role conflict.
Reliability and validity for Rizzo et al. 's ( 1970) instrument has been
extensively reported (Burke & Belcourt, 1974; Latack, 1986; Murphy &
Gable, 1988; Rizzo et al. 1970; Tracy & Johnson, 1981). Although questions
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have been raised as to the effect of positively wording one dimension of the
scale and negatively wording the other, subsequent investigations have not
substantiated this criticism (House, Schuler, & Levanoni, 1983). Furthermore,
studies also support the independence of the two scales (Kelloway & Barling,
1990).
Beehr et al. 's (1976) three item scale was used to examine role overload.
The score on the first question was reversed. The three item scale reported a
reliability score of .56 (Speammn-Brown median inter-item correlation).
Cronbach 's alpha coefficient for internal consistency for this subscale was .63
(Barling & Macintyre, 1993 ).
Coping styles. The scale labelled 'How you cope with stress you
experience' examined coping styles. It is the shortened version of the

Cybernetic Coping Scale (CCS) and comprised of 20 items (Edwards &
Balioni, 1993). Participants rated their use of the coping behaviours on a scale
ranging from I (did not use at all) to 7 (used yery much). This scale ex"mined
the use of live types of coping: accommodation (items 2, 6, II, 16), change
situation (items I, 5, I 0, 15), avoidance (items 4, 8, 13, 18), devaluation (items
3, 7, 12, 17) and symptom management (items 9, 14, 19, 20). Confirmatory
analysis using Cronbach 's alpha strongly supports reliability as all five
subscales' reliability scores all exceeded .79 (Edwards et al., 1993). A

~ -·~·---------~
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confirmatory factor analysis also provided moderate support for the construct
validity (Edwards et al., 1993).

Social resources. Social resources were measured by the scale 'Who you
can depend on.' House and Wells (1978) constructed this scale to measure
social support from a participant's immediate supervisor (items Ia, 2a, 3a, 4a,
4b, 4c, 4d), others at work (items lb, 2b, 3b), spouse (items lc, 2c), and
friends and relatives (items I d, 2d). The scale requested participants to rate
how helpful each of these persons was in the context of work-related stress.
Participants rated how supportive they perceived each relationship on a scale
ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3 (very much). The scale also included additional
questions on the subjects' perception of their supervisor's competence. The
measure has been reported as moderately reliable with the four subscales'

alpha coefficients ranging from .75 to .92 (House, 1981).

One small

modification was made to the scale. The present study sought to accommodate
changing societal values by the addition of 'defacto' to the questions that
asked about support from the marriage partner (husband or wile).

This

alteration was made to improve the representation of support from intimate

relationships.
This investigation provided an additional examination of the reliability of
all the measures. Cronbaeh's (1951) alpha coefficient was used. All scales
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Descriptive and

psychometric results for each of the scales are presented in Table I.
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Table I
Dcs~[ipli!it:

ami

~S:i~<h~:~m~::tri~;;

D:ata fQr

Mt:Ds•uin~::

RQI!i:: StR:ssQrs.

S~:~~<ial R!i::liQU~:&~::s.

S::im12t2ms
Variables

No. of
items

M

£ll

Cronbach's
Alpha

Role Stressors

Role ambiguity

6

20.58

7.04

.78

Role conflict

8

31.51

9.46

.84

Role overload

3

11.81

4.10

.70

Supervisor

6

12.42

4.37

.91

Others at work

3

5.83

1.92

.75

Partner

2

3.68

2.41

.96

Friends and relatives

2

3.45

1.89

.83

Accommodation

4

15.17

4.71

.77

Change the situation

4

17.78

4.99

.83

Devaluation

4

13.33

5.09

.81

Avoidance

4

12.55

5.15

.83

Symptom reduction

4

16.61

5.31

.76

9

24.4 I

8.77

.90

12

29.22

8.65

.84

Social Resources

Coping

Symptoms

Emotional exhaustion
Physical symptoms

J:ggim::. n11d

Occupational Stress

32

Procedure

Each participant was given the questionnaire booklet to be completed
within one week. The questionnaire booklet consisted of a covering letter that
briefly outlined the study's purpose and requested the recipient's participation
in the project. The covering letter (Appendix B) also emphasised the
confidential nature of the study and participation was on a strictly voluntary
basis. Participants were also given a separate 'Letter of Informed Consent'
form.

This notitied them of their right to withdraw their consent to

participating in the investigation at any time. Furthermore, participants were
given the option of receiving a summary version of the overall group results.

The surveys that examined distress symptoms asked participants to
reflect on their current feelings of emotional exhaustion and physical reactions
to work stress. The remaining survey subscales asked participants to reflect on
role stresser,, coping behaviours, and social support over the previous three

weeks.

·--·--·-----~--~
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Results
Preliminary data analysis was conducted to examine possible
confounding variables. No significant differences were found on most of tbe
various demographic variables examined (i.e., age, new vs. established

employees). Males reported significantly higher scores for role ambiguity and
role conflict (see Table 2). However, there were no significant differences
between the sexes in either emotional exhaustion or physical symptoms. The
purpose of the stressors in the investigation was to examine the relationship

between them and the symptoms. Reported differences in gender scores did
not adversely affect the investigation into the 'stress and coping' models.

Multiple regression (MR) was employed to determine which of the stress
models (direct effects model, buffered efTects model, and mediated etTects
model) adequately describe the relationship between the role stressor, coping
behaviour, social support, and distress symptoms.

Analysis was performed

using SPSS REGRESSION with assistance ti·om SPSS SUMMARIES and
CORRELATE, in the testing of assumptions.

........
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Table 2
~and

Standard Deviations. and t-tests of Male and Female Participants to Examine Gender

Djfferences in Role Ambi::uity. Role Conmct. Emotional Exhaustion. and Physical Symptoms of

Distress

Devendent Variable

Males

Females

n=70

n=50

M

(lill)

M

(SO)

Role Ambiguity

22.14

(6.03)

18.38

( 7.80)

2.86**

Role Conflict

34.17

(8.00)

27.78

(I 0.14)

3.71 **

Role Overloud

12.41

(3.93)

10.98

(4.23)

1.89

Emotional Exhaustion

:?:5.65

(7.97)

22.66

(9.60)

1.81

Physical Symptoms

29.23

(S.46)

29.20

(9.0 I)

O.D2

*u < .05 .

..,.,11 < .01 two tail test.

!(118)
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Data screening. Results from the testing of assumptions resulted in the
deletion of one subject. This subject presented univariate outliers in two
variables, and also showed as a multivariate outlier (Mahalanobis' distance
criterion ofp < .001). The variable that examined the participant's support via
an intimate relationship (i.e., 'Your wife, husband, or defacto') showed a
negative kurtosis. The partnership variable therefore was converted into a
dichotomous variable. The relationship towards the participant and partner was
seen as either supportive or

non~supportive.

All other variables were

acceptable in their normality, linearity and homosccdasticity of residuals,
N=l20.

Table 3 shows intercorrclations among all variables. There was no
evidence of multicollinearity or singularity among predictar variables.

The relationship between the coping styles (i.e., accommodation, change
situation, devaluation, avoidance, and symptom reduction) and the measures of
physical and psychological distress is of particular interest (see Table 3). A
non-significant relationship was reported with the problem-focused measure of
'change the situation'. The remaining variables that represent emotion-focused
measures (i.e., avoidance and symptom reduction) and reappraisal (i.e.,
devaluation and accommodation) were significantly positively related to
higher scores of distress.

Table 3

CoaelatiQn:i QfRQie

SJie~:;~or,s,

SQcja]

Re~Qyrcgs,

Variable
I.

Physical symptoms

!:;QJ2ing;

2

Stvl~s

4

3

,

.6"'**

3. Role ambiguity

.13

.31**

(.78)

4. Role conflict

.25**

.52**

.4"'**

5. Role overload

.28 ..

.50**

.24**

Supervisor

5

6

7

8

9

10

II

12

13

14

(.76)

2. Emotiona! exhaustion

(.90)

,

(.84)
.68*"'

(.70)

-.37** - .33** - .19"'

-.18*

- .26**

7. Others at work

-.09

-.19** -.06

8. Partner

- .23*

-.07

9. Friends and relatives

.03

-.09

10. Accommodation

.38**

.35**

11. Change the situation

.04

.05

12. Devaluation

.40**

.48*"'

13. Avoidance

.32**

14. Symptom reduction

.27**

6.

and Sm:J(:!tQrnS:,

(.91)

- .18

-.I 0

.05

.14

.06

- .14

.II

(.96)

- .14

- .15

-.09

-.00

.28**

.25**

.02

.16

.17

-.06

- .06

- .01

.15

(.77)

-.03

.18*

.19*

-.00

- .03

- .12

.04

.20*

(.83)

.24**

.34**

.20*

- .23*

-.24** •. 03

.II

.62**

.09

.47**

.24**

.30**

.22*

- .13

- .18*

-.03

-.05

.66**

.01

.78**

.36**

.05

.17

.18*

- .05

.14

- .12

.12

.41**

.36**

.36**

.21*

(.75)

(.83)

00
0

.aa

(.81)

Note: Reliabilities [Cronbach's (1951) coefficient alpha] in parentheses along main diagonal. *12 < .05 (two tail test)**~< .01 (two tail test)

.,§r

(.83)
.38**

(.76)

-

"'

~

"'"'
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Details regarding the MR analysis are presented

separately for each model.

Direct Effects Model. Six separate MR analyses were used to test the
direct effects model. In each MR the predictors were the subscales that made
up the components of the model (i.e., role stressors, coping behaviours, and
social resources). In the case of role stressors, the predictors in the MR were:
role ambiguity, role conflict, and role overload (Table 4). Social resources had
the predictive variables of: supervisor,
relations (Table 5).

oth~rs

at work, partner, and ftiends and

Coping styles examined the predictive variables:

accommodation, change the situation, devaluation, avoidance, and symptom

reduction (Table 6).

The criteria used for all the scales were emotional

exhaustion and physical symptoms.

The direct effects model seemed to be supported. However, there was
considerable variation between the different variables' predictive values. The
results indicate that the role stressors, conflict and overload, were substantial
predictors of distress, however, ambiguity is minimally predictive. Social
support also presented varying levels of the predictor variables. The supervisor
variable was most effective in determining well-being of participants. The
other variables were noticeably less effective. The variable that measured
partner's support was marginally related to levels of emotional exhaustion but
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was strongly related to physical symptoms. The coping style variables also
varied in their predictive strength. Avoidance behaviours showed the strongest
relationship with emotional exhaustion. The responses were very different for
the criterion physical symptoms. The coping style devaluation was the most
predictive of physical symptoms.

Overall, most MR results reported significant relationships between the
category predictors and variable criteria. The relationship between social

support end physical symptoms was the only one that was not significant
(Table 5).
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Table4

Direct Effects Model
Summmy of Sjmu)taneous Ree;ressjon Analysis for Role Stressors Predictine: Emotional Exhaustion

illld..fhysica\ Symptoms <N - t 20)

Variable

Role Stressors
Ambiguity
Conflict
Overload

Emotional

Physical

Exhaustion

Symptoms

p

p

.13

.04
.10
.18
.28*
.08
.05

.25*

.32*

R

.59*

R'

.34
.33

Adj R1

(*n < .os)
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Table 5

Direct Effects Model
Summazy of Simultaneous Re~ression Analysis for

Social Resources Predicting Emotional

Exhaustion and Physical Symptoms (N - I 20)
Variable

Social Resources
Supervisor
Others at work
Partner
Friends & relations

R
R'

Emotional
Exhaustion

p

p

- .24*

- .20*
- .06
- .20*
.09
.28

- .13
-.06
-.04
.30*
.09

2

Adj R

(*n <.OS)

Physical
Symptoms

.06

.08

.04
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Table 6
Direct Effeds Model

Summaor of Sjmultaneoys

Re~;ression

and Physjcal Symptoms CN

=

Variable

Coping Styles
Accommodation
Change situation
Devaluation
Avoidance
Symptom reduction
R

R'
Adj R2
(*12< .05)

Analysis for

Copin~:

120}

Emotional
Exhaustion

Physical
Symptoms

p

p

-.09

.22
- .07
.28'
- .09
.14
.45'
.20
.17

- .03
.22
.3 [ *
.14
.52*
.27
.23

Styles

Predictin~:

Emotional Exhaustion
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Effects Model. Hierarchical MR was used to examine the

buffering effects model to determine whether coping styles and social support
accounted for a significant proportion of the variance. After role stressors
(ambiguity, conflict, overload) had been statistically controlled, the relevant
predictor variables were tested. Table 7 examines the buffering effect of
coping styles (i.e., accommodation, change the situation, devaluation,

avoidance, symptom reduction).

Table 8 examines the buffering effect of

social support variables (i.e., supervisor, others at work, partner, friend and

relations). The buffering effects of coping styles and the social support were
analysed separately to avoid partialing their effects Ji·om one another (Edwards
et al., 1990).
The analysis appears at lirst sight to support a buffering ctTect
relationship for coping styles (Table 7). However. bivariate correlational

results need to be considered. Results fi·om Table 3 suggest that greater usc of
coping styles is associated with greater symptoms of distress. The relationship

is not a buffering effect, rather usc of coping styles is positively related to
participants' increased distress.

There was no support for a buffering effect for social support. Once role
stressors were controlled there was no significant change in participants'

emotional exhaustion (Table 8). A relationship between social resources and
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physical symptoms was not expected as it did not occur in the direct effects
model.

~-

~~------·--~--·
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Table 7
Buffering Effects Model

SummaQ' of Hiernrchjcal

Re~ressjon

Anal,):sis of

Emotjonal Exhaustion and Physjcal Symptoms (N

Variable

Emotional
Exhaustion

=

.13
.25

.32*
.59*
.34
.33

120)

Physical
Symptoms

p

Step I.
Role stressors
Ambiguity
Conflict
Overload
R
R'
Adj R2

p

.04
.10
.18
.28*
.08
.05

Step 2.

Role strcssors
Ambiguity
Conflict
Overloud
Coping Styles
Accommodation

Change situation
Devaluation
Avoidance
Symptom reduction

R

R'
Adj R2
~

R'

(*p < .05)

~09

.16
.33"
'.01
~ .07
.16
.17
.14
.68*
.47
.43
.12*

Co.pjo~

.04
.02
.19
.25
~.I

I

.27
•. 15

.13
.50*
.25
.19
.17*

Styles as a

Byfferjn~

Predjctor of

--- ---------·-·-----~---------·-----~----
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Table 8
Buffering Effects Model
Symmar:y of Hkfarchjcal

Re~::ressjon

Analysis of Social Resources as a Bufferine Predictor of

Pb!iskal Symptoms ancl Emotional Exhauslion fN- 120)

Variable

Step l.
Role stressors
Ambiguity
Conflict
Overload
R
R'
Adj R2
Step 2.

Role strcssors
Ambiguity
Conflict
Overload
Social Resources
Supervisor
Others at work
Partner
Friends & relations
R
R'

Adj R2
L\ R'
(*p < .05)

Emotional
Exhaustion

Physical
Symptoms

~

~

.13

.04
.10
.18
.28*
.08
.05

.25*
.32*
.59*
.34
.33

.II

.25*

.01
.15

.30*

.15

·.08

- .12

- '12
- .16

.15

,07

.63*
.39
.36
,05

.29*
.12

.41 *
.16

.II
.09*
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Effucts Model. Role stressors may have indirect effects on

symptoms via social resources and coping styles. That is, social resources or
coping styles may mediate the effects of symptoms on role stressors. To test
the mediating effect, Baron and Kenny (1986) state that three condition must
hold. Firstly, role stressors should be related to social resources or coping
styles. Secondly, the role stressors should be related to the distress

measurements. Thirdly, the relationship between role stressors and distress
measurements should be non-significant when the c!Tects of the mediators are

controlled (i.e., social resources, coping styles, or btJth).
The first set of analyses consisted of nine multiple regression (MR) tests that
examined the direct effects of the stressors (i.e., role ambiguity, conflict, and

overload) on the variables within the mediator categories of social resources
(Table 9) and coping styles (Table 10). Two variables showed significant

relationships to the stressors- supervisor support and the coping style of
devaluation.
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Table 9
Mediating Effects Model
Summary of SjmultaneQ!JS Ree;ressjon Analysis for Variables of Role Ambjgyjty. Role Conmct. and
Role Overload predicting Social Resources CN- I 20l

Supervisor
Variable

p

Others ut work

Partner

p

fl

Friends & relations

p

Role Stressors
Ambiguity

.29*

.00

" .02

- .09

.23

- .18

.20

- .12

.02

- .02
.20

- .10

.04

. I5

.16

.04
.02

.01

.02

.00

.00

Conflict
Overload

R

.43

.19

R'
2

Adj R

.16

-----------(*n < .os)
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Table 10

Mediating Erreds Model
Summary of Sjmultaoeous Rel,!rcssjon Analysis for Variables of Role Ambilo!uity. Role Conflict. and
Role Qyedoad

predictin~:

Copinlo! Styles (N- 120)

Accommodation

Change situatioh

Devaluation

A voidance

Symptom reduction

fl

Variable
Rd.le Strcssors

-.0?

- .12

Conflict

.13

. 15

Overload

.06

.13

"--'
- .07

R

.16

.24

.OJ

.06

.00

.03

Ambiguity

R'
2

Adj R

.II

---(*Jl < .05)

.14

- .03

.20

.10

.05

.09

.35*

.33*

.17

. 12

.II

.OJ

.10

.08

.00
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The second set of analyses consisted of six MR analyses to examine the
relationship between role stressors (i.e., role ambiguity, conflict, and overload)
and stress symptoms (emotional exhaustion and physical symptoms). These
analyses were also conducted to explain the direct effects model (Tables 5 and
6). In summary, the results indicated significant relationships for all but the
relationship between physical symptoms of distress and social support.

The third set of analysis examined whether there were significant
relationships between the role stressors and stress symptoms once the
mediating variables were controlled.

Pour hierarchical MR analyses were

conducted. Table II examines the proportion of variance role strcssors
accounted for after social resources (supervisor, others at work, partner,
friends and rcbtions) were statistically controlled. Table 12 examines the
proportion of variance role stressors accounted tOr after coping styles
(accommodation, change the situation, devaluation, avoidance, symptom
reduction) were statistically controlled.

Non-signWcant results for variables tested in these analyses were
required to support the possibility of a mediating relationship. This occurreJ
for one of the analyses. The analysis utilised coping styles as the mediating
variable and physical symptoms as the criterion measurement (Table 12).
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Results did not seem to support the mediating effects model. The coping
style devaluation could possibly be seen as a mediator between the influence
of role stressors on physical symptoms. However, again there is the question
of the positive relationship between the high usage of the coping styles and
high distress symptoms.

-----

----------·--·----------------·--
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Table II
Mediating Effects Model
SummaO' of Hierarchjcal Re~ressjon Analysis for the Socjal Resource Variables PredjctinK

Emotional Exbau§tjsm and Physical 5.)!mptoms fN- IW
Variable

Emotional
Exhaustion

p
Step I.
Social Resources
Supervisor
Others at work

Partner
Friends & relations
R

- .25
- .17
-.I I

Physical
Symptoms

p

- .20*
- .0 I

- .26*

.01

.08

R'

.36*
.I 3

Adj R2

.10

.31 *
.10
.06

Step 2.
Social Resources

Supervisor

- .08

- .12

Others at work

- '12

Partn!!T
Friends & relations

- .16*
.07

.02
.. 29*
.II

Role Stressors

Ambiguity
Contlict
Overload
R

.II

R'

.39

Adj R2
!liP

.36
.27*

C*n < .os)

.25*
.30*
.63*

.01
.15

.15
.41 *
.16
.II
.07*
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Table 12
Mediating Effects Model
Summaor of Hjerarchical Reeressjon Analysis for the Copjne St)'le Variables Predictine Emotional
Exhaystjon and Physical Symptoms (N - 12.Q}

Variable

Emotional

Physical

Exhaustion

Symptoms

~

Step I.
Coping Styles
Accommodation
Change situation

•. 09

.03

Devaluation

.22

Avoidance

.31 *
.14

Symptom reduction

R
R'
Adj R

1

.52*
.27
.23

~

- .0 I
- .07
.16
.17
.14
.68*

.47
.43

Step 2.

Coping Styles
Accommodation
Clmnge situntion
Devaluation

Avoidance
Symptom reduction
Role Strcssors

•. 01

- .07
.16

. I7
.14

Ambiguity

.08

Conflict
Overload

.16

.25*
- . 11
.27*
.15
.13
.04
.02

.33*
.68*

.19

R

R'

.47

Adj R2

.43
.20*

.25
.19
.04

6 R'

C*n < .os)

.50*
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Discussion

The aim of the present study was to examine the occupational stress
process via stress and coping models. The study proposed that an
understanding of employees' well-being lies with gaining knowledge about the

employees' perception of available social resources (i.e., supervisor,
colleagues, partner, friends and family support) and the types of coping
strategies they used to respond to role strcssors. Three models were examined

~

direct effects model, butTering effects model and mediating effects model.
The models varied in their complexity, and arc not directly comparable.
Overall, the examination seems to suggest thnt there is limited support for
stress and coping models beyond the tlircct effects model. The process of
occupational stress seems to be dynamic and bi-directional in nature (Lazarus,
1991 ). The models buffering and mediating. though complex, may still be too
simplistic to explain the occupational stress process.

Initial examination of bivariate correlations provided an insight to the
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positive relationship between appraisal-focused coping and distress levels.
This is contrary to Edwards et al.'s (1990) findings but supports research by
Latack (1986). Support was found for the positive relationship between
emotion-focused coping and distress.
A number of explanations may account for the relationship between
emotion-focused coping, appraisal-focus coping and distress. The two coping
strategies may: (a) be ineffective means of dealing with work stressors ,or used
by inefficient copers (Edwards et al., 1990; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978); (b) be
called upon when people perceive they are overwhelmed with the situation

(Edwards et al., 1990; Folkman & Lazarus, 1985); (c) alleviate distress, as the
distress would be far greater without the coping strategy (Pearlin & Schooler,

1978). Chosen coping styles may also be inllucnccd by available resources. As
expected, the predictor variables that represent social resources showed
negative relationships with emotional and physical distress (i.e., high social

support was related to low distress).

Explaining the stress and coping

processes may be clearer with the use of models.
The Direct Effects Model required the examination of the sets of

predictors via simultaneous regression analysis. Support was tbund for this,
the simplest of the three models. Each set of predictors (i.e., role stressors,
social resources, and coping styles) contributed significantly to the criterion
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Role stressors and coping style also

contributed significantly to the criterion of physical symptoms of distress.
Surprisingly, social resources were not significantly related to physical
symptoms. Possibly, the subjective evaluation of physical symptoms may not
be a sensitive enough method to identity distress symptoms. Physiological
tests may provide more objective measurement (e.g., blood pressure,

cholesterol levels). Another possible explanation for the non-significant result
could be that people vary in their awareness of physical symptoms, and do not
acknowledge certain maladjustive behaviours (e.g., excessive eating). Though
support was available for the direct effects model, this model does not take
into account the relationship between the predictor variables in the stress and
copmg process.

The Buf!ering Effects Model was given limited support by both coping
styles and social resources. On first appearance there seems to be strong

support tor buffering effects for coping styles, however, 'buffering' suggests a
reduction when implementing the coping strategy. As mentioneJ earlier in the
.

discussion, the bivariate correlations suggest a positive relationship exists

between significant coping styles and participant's reported distress. If the
coping styles were buffering then the expected relationship would be negative
(i.e., reduce t.he influence of stress).
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The suitability of emotion-focused and appraisal-focused coping within
the work environment may be questionable as these behaviours may be
detrimental to work relationships.

The use of coping behaviours may be

linked to the types of social relationships developed at work. The exhibited

emotion-focused coping behaviours may be seen as characteristics of the
person, that is, they may be labelled as lazy or overtly emotional. A person that

relies on using appraisal-focused coping behaviours may be seen as easily
manipulated and weak.

The present study found no signilicant support existed for the butTering
effect of social support. LaRocco ct al. (1980) suggested that many of the
studies proposing the builCring effect may have methological dit1Crenccs,
limitations, or other influencing factors (e.g. characteristics of the sample).
The main reason for the dilTercncc between this investigation and the study

conducted by House and Wells (1978) was the selected signilicancc level. The
present study chose the accepted significance level of p < .05, whereas House

and Wells' (1985) study chose p < .10. If the present study had used p < .10

then 'physical symptoms' would have shown a significant change, and
supported the presence of a butTering effect. Emotional exhaustion did not
indicate a significant change with p < .I 0 level. A possible explanation is that
physical manifestations of distress may be exhibited due to lack of social
support, whilst subjects may not acknowledge their mental distress. Persons

Occupational Stress

57

lacking social skills may also be less aware of their psychological well-being
(i.e., level of emotional exhaustion).

The buffering hypothesis suggests people reduce the influence of stress
by varying degrees, however, social relations can also be viewed as potential
sources of stress. The Buffering Effects Model does not seem to acknowledge
social interactions as potential cause of distress.

Furthennore, participants'

level of competence in performing their job requirements may contribute to the
type of social relations that exist within the work setting and the reasons for

the experienced stress (Brief & Atieh, 1987).

The Mediating Etfccts Model offers another complex explanation of the
stress and coping process. James and Brett ( 1984) set three stages of analysis
to explain aspects of the Modiating Effects Model. The evaluation is far more
stringent that the other two models. The Mediating Effects Model suggests that
strcssors not only increase symptoms, but also activate coping behaviours and
the reliance on social support, which in turn influences symptoms (Edwards et

al., 1990).

A prior investigation suggested that excessive exposure to stressors
stimulates maladaptive copmg (i.e., emotion-focused coping) and inhibits
adaptive coping (i.e., problem-focused coping) (Shinn et al., 1984). This seems
inconsistent with the Mediating Effects Model (Edwards et al., 1990). Lazarus
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and Folkman (1987) suggested that emotion-focused coping styles may be
appropriate, depending on the situational context. For example, short term
highly stressful occurrences such as death of a loved one may best be handled
by emotional-fOcused coping strategies.

However, over-reliance on such

strategies as avoidance, or denial become part of the problem, especially in the
work environment where situations have to be confronted. Over-reliance on
emotion-focused or appraisal-focused coping may reflect workers' feelings of
not being able to control their surroundings (Lazarus, 1991 ).

The evaluation of the Mediating Effects Model shows only a tentative
relationship between the role strcssors and mediators. The coping style
devaluation and the social resource supervisor support were the only variables
significantly related to role stressors. Another evaluation criterion was for the
relationship between the mediator and the symptoms to be non-significant
whilst the role stressors were controlled. This was not the case. The rigidity
and complexity of the mediating effects evaluation may account for the
non-result. Another factor that may influence the results may be the major
mind shift from being in control (i.e., atle to use problem-focused coping) and
dealing with the situation without a sense of control (i.e., reverting to
emotion-focused coping). The mediating model may be useful in examining
varying degrees of problem-focused coping responses to stressors. This model
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does not seem appropriate when examining social resources owing to the
difference between the need for social support and available social support.

The relationship between social support and stressors may be better
represented by a feedback loop. The interactive nature of social forces and
coping strategies could be explained. Lazarus's (1966) transactional theory
suggests coping is a continual assessment-action relationship.

Acceptable

behaviour may be evaluated by not only a subject's own beliets and values but
those of other people. The fit of the person with their work environment seems
to be crucial in their ability to manage stF!ss.

The tit seems to go beyond that of perfOrming the work tasks adequately

to the requirement of a worker to develop adequate soda! networks. The
coping styles a person relies on could also be seen as important in whether
they gain acceptance from others. The present study provides some support for
this as bivariate correlations indicate some significant relationships between
supervisor support, colleague support, and the used coping styles. Supervisor
support was the most eftCctive indicator of participants' physical and
emotional well-being. This is not surprising as the employee's relationship
with the supervisor may have direct influence on experienced role stressors.
An employee may see the task of the supervisor to clarifY role expectations,
set reasonable tasks, and expect realistic work output.
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A number of occupational stress and coping areas have had limited
investigation or are yet to be explored. People's ability to alter behaviour and
adapt to their situation may be worthy of further investigation. The range of
coping behaviours within a person's repertoire may assist in his or her ability
to adapt (e.g., does it include humour, or a belief in God?) (Pearline &
Schooler, 1978). Another area yet to be investigated is how people alter their
coping depending on expectations (i.e., different work positions, or different
occupations). Are there differences between people's reported coping styles
and their actual behaviours? (i.e., reported by independent observers). There
are also a number of research possibilities for investigation into social support,
for example, how social resources alter people's methods of coping. Further

investigation could also extend the t:xisting research that has examined the

relationship between personality characteristics and coping styles.

The complexity of the stress-coping process creates dilliculties in

accounting for the large number of intlucncing factors. Personality traits
influence both the social acceptability of a person and his or her perceived
stress experience. These traits include: level of self esteem, introvert-extrovert

orientation, A-B personality types, and personal hardiness (Lang &
Markowitz, 1986; Parkes, 1990). Factors external to the person are also
important when considering influences on the stress-coping process (e.g.,

death in family, illness). Life stressors may also influence which work coping
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responses are chosen (e.g., marital problems). The individual's stress process
is a complex series of interrelationships that are also influenced by larger

social systems.

Future research could examine how organisational change influences
participants' coping responses. This external tbctor may have influenced the
present study, as organisational restructuring was occurring in both the private
organisation and the government department. This may have offered a partial
explanation as to the types

or coping styles used by participants. Callan ( !993)

suggested that work related stressors arc likely to dicit problem-focused
coping. The usc of emotion-focused coping is possibly increased during
periods of organisational change. Degree

or controllability may account for the

diftCrences in chosen coping styles.

The adaptability of a person to his or her environment seems a logical
area tOr investigation. Although interesting. some studies question its
usefulness, as the root causes of stress arc allen far removed fl·om the
individual or the job (Brief & Alich, 1987).

Handy (1988) suggested that

stress and burnout literature limits investigation towards the individual and·· ...
neglects the relationship between higher order organisational and societal
issues" (p. 355). The problem, and hence blame, seems to be limited to the

individual -- not the system in which he or she exists.
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In conclusion, the identification of sources of work stressors, inefficient
coping styles, their interrelationship, and compounding effects may assist in
improving the physical and mental well-being of employees.

Suitable

attention to the development of social resources may assist in improving the
employee's occupational well-being. Coping styles used at work may be
linked to the perceived level of controllability within the worker's
environment. Assisting participants' mastery over task problems (i.e., role
ambiguity, role conllict and role overload) may also improve well-being.

Employee involvement in the creation of' job requirements, tempered
with an understanding of the influence or positional power of supervisory
positions, may

assi~t

organisations

physical well-being of employees.

111

improving the psychological and
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Appendix A
(Survey on Coping with Work Role

Prc~surcs)

SURVEY ON COPING WITH WORK ROLE PRESSURES

Prepared by Wayne Hill
March 1995
YOUR ASSISTANCE WOULD BE APPRECIATED
The following questionnaire is being used to obtain information on how workers cope
with role pressures they may experience at work. The questionnaire should take no
more than 10 minutes of your time.

All data collected will be private and confidential. Individual questionnaire results
will only be viewed by myself and my Honours Supervisor. All records gathered will
be destroyed on completion of the project.

A summary of the results will be made available to participants who request them
(Please refer to "Letter oflnfonncd Consent").

If you have further questions and would like to cont::tcl me at a later time my home
phone number is

Yours sincerely

\-;,

Wayne Hill

Basic demographic details
ffhis section will assist in describing the sample of participants in the study.]

Gender: (please circle)

Male I Female

Age: _ _

Organisation: - - - - - - - - - - Occupation:
Length of time in current position: _ _ __

How you assess the effects of your job
This questionnaire focuses on feelings and how they are affected by the pressure you J?Crceive
in your job. The questions assume that you can assess your health with a fair degree of
accuracy and also that you will be honest in your responses.
Please answer by circling your position on each answering

s~.:ale.

Consider the question with

reference to how you have jell over the last !hree l1'eek.1·.
strongly agree

6

agree

5

slightly ngrec

4

.'.lightly disngrcc

3

disagree

2

.~lrongly

I.

I feel emotionally drained from my work.

2.

disngrec

3

2

I

5

"

·I

3

2

I

6

5

4

3

2

I

I feel "burned out" from my work.

0

5

4

3

2

I

5.

I feel frustrated by my job.

6

5

4

3

2

I

6.

I fee\ I'm working too hard on my job.

6

5

4

3

2

I

7.

Working directly with people puts too much stress on me.

6

5

4

3

2

I

8.

I feel like I'm ut the end of my rope.

6

s

4

3

2

I

9.

I feel used up at the end ofthe day.

6

5

4

3

2

I

5

I feel fatigued when I have to get up in the morning to fare
nnothcr day on the job.

"
"

3.

Working with people all day is really a strain for me.

4.

Your physical health
[Examines the list and indicate the frequency of occurrence of these ailments.]
Please answer by circling your answer on the scale shown:

very frequently
frequently
sometimes
infrequently
very infr~qucntly

6

5
4
3

2

never

h

'

4

3

2

I

i' 6

5

4

3

2

I

Feeling unaccountably tired or c.-.:haustcd.

r,

5

4

3

2

I

5.

Tendency to eat, drink nr smnf.:c more than usual.

(,

5

·I

3

2

I

6.

Decrease in sexual interest.

6

5

4

3

2

I

7.

Shortness of breath or feeling diZL.y.

6

5

4

3

2

I

i.

Decrc;~sc

6

4

3

2

I

9.

Muscle trembling (e.g., eye twitching).

,,

5
5

4

3

?

I

10.

Prickly sensations or twinges in parts of my body.

6

s

4

3

2

I

II.

Feeling

though I do not want to get up in the morning.

6

5

4

3

2

I

12.

Tendency to sweat or a feeling of my hcarl beating han!.

6

5

4

3

2

I

I.

An inability to get to sleep or stay asleep.

2.

1-lcadadles and pains in my head.

3.

Indigestion or sickness.

4.

in appetite.

e~s

4

3

2

I

Pressures in your job role
Aspects of a person's role within an organisation have been recognised as a major source of
pressure in their work life. The objective of this questionnaire is to determine what aspects of
your work role are substantial sources of pressure.
Please answer by circling your position on each answering scale. Consider the questions with
reference to events over the last three weeks.
agree

7
6

slightly agree

5

neither disagree nor agree

4

slightly disagree
disagree

3

strongly agree

2

strongly disagree

I.

I am given enough time to do what is expected of me

2.

my job.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

I feel certain about how much authority I have.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

3.

I am given clear, planned goals and objectives for my job.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

4.

I have to do things that should be done differently.

7

6

j

4

3

2

I

5.

I know that I have divided my time properly.

7

6

j

4

3

2

I

6.

I receive an assignment without the manpower to complete it.

7

6

j

4

3

2

I

7.

I know what my responsibilities nrc.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

8.

I have to break a rule or policy in order to carry out

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

').

It often seems like I have too much work t(Jr one person to do.

7

6

j

4

3

2

I

10.

I work with two or more groups thnt operate quite differently.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

II.

I know exactly what is expected of me.

7

6

5

'I

3

2

I

I receive incompatible requirements from two or more people.

7

6

j

4

3

2

I

13.

I do things that are apt to be accepted by one person nnd not accepted
by others.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

14.

The performance stnndnrds on my job arc too high.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

15.

I receive an ussignmcnt witllllut adequate resources nnd matcrinlto
execute it.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

16.

Explnnation of what has to be d011c is clear.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

17.

I work on unnecessary things.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

-12.-

011

<dl

nssignnlCn!.

How you cope with stress you experience
Whilst there are variations in the way individuals react to sources of pressure, in general we
all make some attempt at coping with these difficulties- consciously or subconsciously.
This questionnaire lists a number of coping behaviours that you are to rate in terms of usage.

Consider the question with reference to how you coped with the main sources of work
pressure in the last three weeks.

Used very much

Did not usc at al

7

I.

I tried to change the situation to get what l wanted.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

2.

I made an effort to change my expect<ttions.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

3.

I tried to convince myself that the problems were not very important
after all.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

4.

I tried to keep lfom thinking about the problems.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

5.

I focused my efforts on changing the situations.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

6.

I tried to convince myself that the way things were
acceptable.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

7.

I told myself the problems were unimportant.

7

5

4

3

2

I

8.

I tried to turn my attention aw;Jy from the problems.

7

"
(,

5

4

3

2

I

9.

I tried to relieve my tension somehow.

7

(,

5

4

3

2

I

10.

I worked on changing the situatio11 to gd what I W<!lltcd.

7

,,

5

4

3

2

I

II.

I tried to ndjust expectations to meet the situation.

7

(,

5

4

3

2

I

12.

I told myself the problems weren't so serious afier all.

7

6

5

4

3

'

I

13.

I refused to think about the situations.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

14.

I tried to get them off my chest.

7

4

J

2

I

15.

I tried to fix what wus wrong with the situations.

7

"

j

6

5

4

3

2

I

16.

I tried to adjust my own standards.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

17.

I told myself the problems weren't a big deal after all.

7

G

5

4

3

2

I

18.

I tried to avoid thinking about the problems.

7

6

5

4

J

2

I

19.

I just tried to relax.

7

G

5

4

3

2

I

20.

I tried to just Jet off stcnm.

7

6

5

4

3

2

I

wa~;,

in fact.

Who you ;:an depend on
People may have others that aid them in dealing with work pressures. The object of this
questionnaire is to examine the role of significant others in your work life.

1. How much can each of these people be relied on when things get tough?
Not at all

A little

Some~what

Very much

a. Your immediate supervisor (boss)

0

2

3

b. Other people at work

0

3

c. Your wife, husband or defacto

0

d. Your friends and relatives

0

2
2
2

2. How much
problems?

IS

3
3

each of the following people willing to listen to your work-related
Not at all

A little

Som('·Whnt

Very much

a. Your immediate supervisor (boss)

0
0

2
2

3

b. Other people at work

c. Your wife, husband or defacto

0

2

3

()

'

3

d. Your

friend~

No such relations]

and •·clatives

3
relations~

No such

3. How much is each of the fOI!owing people heln/id to you in gellingyourjoh done?
Nut ut :1!1

A little

Some-what

Very much

a. Your immediate supervisor

()

3

b. Other people at worl;:

()

3

4. Plcnse indicate how true each of the following stntcmcnts is of your immediate supervisor.
Not at all true

Not too true

Some-what true

Very true

a. My supcn•isol' is competent in
dt;ing (his/her) job.

0

3

h. My supervisor is very C(mcemetl
about the welfare of those
under him/ her.

0

3

c. My supervisor goes out of
his/her way to pmi.\'f! good
worli.

0

3

Letter of Informed Consent

I

(Mr

I

Ms

I

Mrs I Miss)

(first name)

(surname)

am a willing participant in the research project undertaken by \Vayne Hill that will examine
work role pressures and how people cope with them.

I understand I have the right to withdraw my consent in participating in this investigation at
any time during the investigation.

Signed: ------~------

Date:

Organisation:

Occupation: - - - - - - - - - - - -

Please tick if you wish to be provided with a copy of the results

0

Appendix B
(Ethics Review Checklist)

Ethics Review Checklist
I. Is the study scientifically sound and of value to society
2. Will the subjects be

informed~prior

YES nc.

to their actual involvement in the collection of data- of all

YES no

feature of the research that reasonably might be expected to influence willingness to participate
3. Will the su~iects be told that they can discontinue their participation at any time?

YES no

4. Does the study involve concealment and/or deception of the subject?

yes NO

5, Will deception be used in order to obtain agreement to participate?

yes NO

6. Will it be clear to the participants in you study that they arc subjects of investigation?

YES no

7, Will information on you subjects be obtained from third parties?

yes NO

8. Is any coercion exerted upon subjects to participate?

yes NO

9. Is confidentiality of the subject's identity positively guaranteed

YES no

10. In case there is a possibility that a subjects identity can oc deducted by anyone other than the
experimenter, is the parti~ipant's right to withdraw his/her data respected

YES no

II. Will the researcher fulfil all his/her promises to the subject?

YES no

12. Docs the study involve physical stress (or the possibility of the subject's expectation thc~cot:
examples fatigue, pain, sleep loss, deprivation of food and drink, drugs, alcohol)?

yes NO

13. Docs the study involve the indication ('fmental discomfort to the subject (examples: fCar, anxiety

yes NO

loss of self esteem, shame, guilt embarrassment, becoming aware of personal wenknesses'J
14. Does het study involve subjects who arc legally or otherwise not in a position to give their valid
consent to pnrticipation (exnmple: children, prison inmate, metal patients)?

I 5. Is information obtained on individual subjects disclosed to third

p<~rtics?

yes NO
yes NO

16, Could publication of the resenr.::h resu Its possibly interfere with strict conlidentiality?

yes NO

17. Could publication of results possibly harm the subject-either Jircct ly or through idl'ntilication with
his/her membership group?

yes NO

18. Are there any other aspects of this study that may intcrfi.:re with the protcc:ion of the well-being

yes NO

and dignity of the subject'!
19. Will the experimenter make all efforts to ensure a normal human relationship between the
subjcct(s) and experimenter after the collection of data has been terminated'?

yes NO

20. In cases in which a subject is dissatislied or complains about the research procedures, wi!l the
cxrerimenter explain to the subjects(s) thnt they may express their feelings Wlhe Head of the
Department?

YES no

21. Is the importnncc of the objective of the study in proportion to the inherent risk to the subjects?

YES no

22. Is there any hnzanJ to the saiCty of the research personnel (pro!Cssors, students, research stnlf,
etc.)?

yes NO

Roberts, G. A., & B1·~ke, S. 0. (1989). N\li);im; research; A QUantitative and QUalitative
illl!lfOiiCh. Boston: Jones & Bartlett.

